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TRANSCRIPTION

[00:01]
TW:

Today is Wednesday, April 13, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This afternoon we are interviewing Ray Cheatham, Director of
the Taggart Student Center on the USU Logan campus. This is another oral history interview for
the COVID Collection Project. Joining us on this afternoon’s interview is Tameron Williams, the
COVID Collection Project graduate intern.
Good afternoon, Mr. Cheatham.

RC:

Good afternoon.

TW:

So, when did you start your career at USU? And what were the different positions you’ve held
during your time at USU?

RC:

Yeah. I started at Utah State University about seven years ago. I was hired in the Controller’s
Office as part of the Purchasing and Contract Services team. My title was associate director. And
I spent much of my time reviewing contracts that the university was engaged in. Yeah. And then
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about in 2018, I was asked to take on an intern or a temporary position here at the Taggart
Student Center as the director, and about six months later the position was opened up to hiring,
and I was hired as the full-time director. And at that time in 2018, the building was under the
stewardship of the Student Affairs Division, and in August 2018, President Cockett announced
that the Taggart Student Center would shift to being under the stewardship of what was then
known as the Business & Finance Division.
TW:

And so, what exactly as Director of the Taggart Student Center does that entail administratively?
What are the roles and responsibilities for the job?

[02:05]
RC:

You know, it has evolved in the last four years since I took on this position. Early on I was highly
involved in the events. I had two teams that reported to me, the events setup team and the event
tech team, and those teams were responsible for setting up tables and chairs and audiovisual
equipment for events that were here in the Taggart Student Center. Around 2019, the Event
Services department of the university really was starting to find their feet, and we started to make
plans for those two teams to shift into that department. And so there is currently a dotted-line
relationship with those two teams, but their offices are still within my department, and I do
provide some funding for them as well, but currently my role, I like to think of it as kind of a
glorified landlord. My goal is to make sure that everybody this this building ‒ offices, students ‒
that they have the resources that they need to be successful in their individual visions and
missions. I do have two teams that currently report to me. One is a custodial team, and the other is
a maintenance team. Because of the funding of the Taggart Student Center, our maintenance and
custodial teams operate separate from the rest of the campus, and we do not operate under the
Facilities Department that cares for the rest of the buildings across campus.

TW:

And do you employ student workers?

RC:

We do, yes. Both teams have student workers. The custodial team does their work primarily at
night, and so we rely heavily on student workers to help us with completing that work.

[04:04]
There’s two different shifts that they work. One starts at 9:00, and the other starts at about ‒ I’m
sorry, one at 5:00 p.m., and the other starts at approximately ‒ I want to say it’s 10:30 p.m., and
then they have full-time supervisors that assist them. Depending on the time of year, I could have
anywhere from five to 12 student employees on the custodial team. The maintenance team works
typically during regular business hours. They do come a little bit earlier, so around 7:00 through
about 4:00 or 3:00, and there’s, depending on the time of year, anywhere from two to five student
employees on that team.
TW:

And what generally in regular normal times are the days and the hours of operation for the
Taggart Student Center?

RC:

Yeah. Generally, our hours of operation are from about 7:00 a.m. to 10:30 p.m. Monday through
Saturday. During the summer, we do see a reduction in our hours a little bit because we see a
reduction in the building use, fewer students; often times some of our food operations are closed
down during the summer, and often times we have fewer events, but generally, you could say
year round we’re about 7:00 a.m. to 10:30 p.m.
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TW:

Speaking of events, what are the types of events that the Taggart Student Center hosts?

RC:

The bulk of our events are organized and executed by the USUSA, so the students and the student
government organization, and they range from ‒ One of the more popular events is called PoBev.
It’s short for poetry and a beverage.

[06:08]
But they have done a lot of different things with that, and we could have hundreds of students
here in the building for that event. But we have dances. We have concerts. Beyond the events that
USUSA organizes, we see events that are organized by departments. So, for example, today we
have a career fair that’s occurring in the lounges, one of our more popular event spaces, and that’s
hosted by the Career Design Center. This time of year we see a lot of the end-of-year activities.
We have the Founders Day celebration tomorrow. We had the Robins Awards this last weekend.
And so some of these also are presidential events or events organized by the provost’s office as
well. And then the last group is third-party events. So this is where we have members of the
community that find that our spaces are adequate for their needs. Maybe they’re doing catering
services through the university. So we see everything from holiday parties to weddings, even
graduations for some of the charter schools. We’ve seen a couple of dances in here in the last few
years as well, but those members of the community are renting those venue spaces and often
times are purchasing services from the university as well, such as catering.
TW:

Does that include like Summer Citizens or the SmallSat Conference?

RC:

Absolutely. Absolutely. SmallSat is one of the biggest events that we have not only in the
building but at the university, and I think August is generally when they hold that conference.

[07:59]
It’s a really big deal. This building really almost every available ancillary is used by the Space
Dynamics Lab for that conference. The Summer Citizens, they have used quite a bit of the
university space as well. Here in our building they will generally have their opening and closing
events. They may come in here for other smaller events too, but I think for the most part we see
the Summer Citizens come to the space for their meals; sometimes they try to come to The
Marketplace or The Hub to get some food. But, yeah, Summer Citizens is another example of an
event that uses the space. Another example along those lines is the student youth groups. Often
times we have youth camps. Some are organized by the university, and others are organized by
outside organizations, but the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and some of the local
congregations and even some as far away as St. George would come up here for some of their
youth conferences. We do see some youth camps from other ecclesiastic organizations, even
some sports camps that use our spaces as well.
TW:

So, before the COVID outbreak and subsequent pandemic, ballpark how many events did the
Taggart Student Center host in an annual year?

RC:

You know, recently, I heard Event Services state that in the last calendar year that we hosted
through Event Services approximately 17,000, and I was really surprised by that number. Now, I
think that depends on the definition of events. Even Event Services, they describe the use of a
conference room as an event, so just a meeting for, you know, one of the student clubs.
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[10:07]
Some of the events that we would think just kind of casually as an event, I think I could probably
put a number on it of approximately 1,500 over the course of a year when you think about, you
know, conferences or speakers or dances. Here in the Taggart Student Center, I think 1,500 might
be a good number.
TW:

Do you generate any revenues from any of these events, particularly the outside groups? But any
and all events, do you generate funds?

RC:

That’s a great question. You know, prior to COVID-19, we were looking at that with Business &
Finance and Event Services. All of these events now are coordinated and scheduled through
Event Services, and my understanding is we do not generate a lot of revenue. Primarily, we’re
trying to recoup the cost of the space, of sort of the services that are provided. One of the
challenges that we face is that we are not supposed to be competing with outside entities, and so
we try not to. I know that Event Services looks at numbers, you know, how much it costs to rent a
local venue for an event, and they try to keep those costs down.

TW:

Okay. So, spring semester, March 2020, national news probably weeks previously had mentioned
this pandemic coming out of China and that it had reached the United States. And I know the
Governor of Utah’s office and a lot of the other public entities around the state were mentioning
bracing for the pandemic, that initial onset anyway of the outbreak.

[12:11]
How was the Taggart Student Center initially affected by this news? And I might just by way of
saying, you know, the decision was made to move all the classes to remote. There was a lot of
discussions about social distancing. I don’t know if PPE had been there before, but signage was
created in the library, for instance, to give you an example, as well as the kind of facility and
janitorial services that were beefed up around campus. So, with that in mind, how was the
Taggart Student Center initially affected in March 2020?
RC:

Wow. You know, there was a lot of confusion at that time, a lot of unknowns, and I think every
office within the Taggart Student Center was just grasping at straws trying to get any information
they could about what was expected, what could we do to protect ourselves, to protect the
students. You know, I consider myself a little bit of a news junkie, and so I was aware that there
was some sort of a respiratory virus that was starting to gain traction in China. And I’m not much
of a sports junkie, but I did ‒ I was aware the night the Utah Jazz had to cancel their game, and I
was aware of kind of how one of their players reacted, Rudy Gobert, and I kind of laughed
because I kind of, you know, I kind of felt the same way. It was like we’ve heard about
respiratory viruses before. You know, I remember the bird flu. I remember all these others that
we’ve dealt with over the last 15, 20 years, and they never really gained any traction here in the
United States.

[14:01]
But suddenly when they cancelled the game for the Utah Jazz, it became real. And I want to say it
was that same night that I got an e-mail that said that there were some things that we needed to
cancel here at the Taggart Student Center, and from there it was just this fog. It almost felt like,
you know, they call it a fog of war. It was like, “What’s going on? What do we do?” And we
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were trying to find ways on our own while we were waiting for direction from the university. You
know, our custodial teams, I gave them some instruction to increase their efforts on sanitation,
make sure that we really were sanitizing public services, you know, doorknobs and faucet knobs,
whatever we could do. And we have in our building ‒we call it digital signers. They are basically
televisions that we can put content on. And we knew that at some point we would get some
information, but in the meanwhile, we were trying to come up with something on our own. We
were trying to communicate a message but not scare anybody, so one of the digital signage that
we designed was a character from television that a lot of people remember. His name was Monk,
and Monk had this obsessive-compulsive disorder where he, you know, was always cleaning his
hands and struggling with touching services, and so this digital signage ‒ and I think I still have a
photo of this ‒ but we had a picture of Monk on it, and we just reminded people that one of the
best ways to deal with COVID-19 was washing your hands and social distancing.
[15:59]
We just tried to do a few things on our own as we were waiting for direction. I remember one of
the first things that the university communicated to us through our lines ‒ and I report through
Dave Cowley, who’s the vice-president of what was then called Business & Finance, recently
changed to the name of Finance & Administrative Services ‒ but through that line I was told that
I needed to come up with some sort of a plan, on operations plan, for how to deal with COVID19. They wanted to know information about what were we doing from a cleaning standpoint,
what were some of the products that we were using. They wanted to know what we were planning
to do from a, you know, employee ‒ you know, what do we do with our employees that get sick?
And so I put together a plan that we basically sent back up through the organizational structure
for review, and I understand that it went through a different committee, and we got feedback and
we made adjustments.
First of all, walking through the building in March, it was quiet, and it was a very different
feeling inside the building. A lot of the offices that are housed here, everyone from Admissions to
Registrar’s Office, they had all started to work from home under the direction of the university,
and so we saw just a lot of ‒ it was just very quiet in the building. But our custodial teams and our
maintenance team we considered front line, and they needed to continue working, so they were
able to get ahead on some of their projects but also maintain some good sanitation practices. And
meanwhile, these other departments, they were also coming up with their contingency plans.
Once they had those plans in place, the university told them that they could return.
[17:58]
Next thing you know we have requests for helping them install plexiglass barriers, helping them
have access to different cleaning materials so that they could clean their workstations on a daily
basis, and we started to see more staff in the building. And of course by that time the students
were at home. Really, they had vacated the university, and it was just strange, especially as we
came to ‒ I guess that would have been August 2020. And when school started back up again,
you know, the numbers were so much less, and most classes were held online. By that time
though we had a lot of signage and a lot of resources from the university. We ended up putting
up signs on our entryway windows, almost every single one, that communicated the need to wear
a mask in the building. We had six-foot-long sticker signs that were placed on the floors in
different places to remind people to social distance. In some of the areas where we would see
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lines, like The Marketplace for food or the Registrar’s Office, we would have different sticker
dots on the floor that also communicated the need for social distancing.
It created some challenges for us though too as we had these new resources. We started to see a
division between university employees on this idea of wearing masks. That’s when I think I first
picked up on it was that fall, August 2020, and we started to have individuals that were resistant
to wearing the face coverings. And we tried to provide face coverings for your team.
[20:00]
We worked through PDP or Aggie Print. They had some great fabric masks, and we purchased
some of those, and we gave those to our employees and, you know, said the expectation while in
the building working they need to wear the masks, but even within our own team we had
individuals that struggled with it, and I understand. From my standpoint, you know, my breathing
is not the best, and so wearing a mask sometimes felt suffocating, but I got used to it, and it
became just part of our normal day-to-day life, though it did feel good to take that mask off when
you got home.
TW:

So picking up on that, the second half of spring you had mentioned the students, many of the
students, chose to go home and then leave campus, leave Logan. How many of the tenants stayed
open? Did Dining Services? Did the bookstore? That’s two examples. But which ones remained
open during the second half of that spring semester after we moved to remote-only course
instruction?

RC:

Yeah. They all tried to stay open as best as they could. The Taggart Student Center operation, my
department is considered an auxiliary, and the bookstore, Dining Services, they too are
considered auxiliaries, and so they each have directors just like me, and I met with those directors
on a very regular basis. At times it seemed like we were meeting almost weekly. And they were
all talking about “How do we stay open? How do we try to continue our operations?” And
auxiliaries are dependent upon basically sales in order to stay operational, to pay compensation,
to pay their employees, and we saw a reduction in our workforce in some of those areas.

[22:10]
We saw changes to the way they operated, their hours of operation, but they all tried to stay open
as best as they could. Specifics, I can’t remember off the top of my head, but I do remember that
there were limited hours in dining. We saw some of their operations just close down completely
to basically move their resources to specific areas. One thing for Dining Services that I thought
was amazing is that they partnered up with Housing, and as we identified students that were
infected and were being quarantined, Dining Services created a way to deliver food to those
students, and I just thought that was wonderful. That was one example of how different
operations in the university came together to help each other out.
You know, here in our building we held the first of the testing clinics, and even some of the
vaccine clinics initially were held here in our ballroom, and it was amazing to see the different
departments and different employees come together, because the university had asked for any
help that they could get, and so you would see somebody from just a random department,
academic or, you know, otherwise come and help and even at risk to themselves. You know,
they’d have to get into the PPE, and not just a face mask. I mean, they were wearing ‒ They
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looked like nurses. They were wearing full-on protective gear, and they were helping people get
tested. They were helping people get access to vaccines when those became available. It was
really neat to see. And I think one of the things that I thought was most amazing was watching
how quickly they could get them through the process.
[24:02]
There were goals set to try to get them through the process as quickly as possible, and at one
point I watched and I timed, and the students were getting through that entire process of
registering, getting tested and exiting out the door within like two minutes, and I thought that was
just amazing how they did that.
TW:

Did any of your staff or student workers get reassigned to help with some of these clinics or to
help the COVID containment team or to help Dining Services deliver the food to those people
that needed to quarantine or isolate?

RC:

Yeah, absolutely. You know, even though we still had our work to do, we felt like there were
some things that we could do to help overall. Now, during that time the event setup and the event
tech teams were still reporting to me, and so of course they were helping with these clinics for the
testing, and they did an amazing job and were coordinating with the university’s COVID
Response Teams, and they just worked miracles to get some of those things together, but I also
had a couple of my employees that volunteered to help out with a remote or ‒ I want to say they
described it as a movable testing site. It basically one of the university passenger vans, and they
would go to different locations on campus, and they would set up a testing site there. And so a
couple of my employees, including Tresa Barton, who’s the supervisor of the custodial team, she
came in during the day, and she would go and help with some of these testing sites that they were
setting up for students, so the students could literally step out of their housing and go and get
tested.

[25:57]
And often times what I understand the university would do is, as they were monitoring the waste
water coming out of those housing units, they would identify locations where there was a high
level of virus. And so they wanted to get as many people tested as possible, and so, by bringing
the tests to them, it helped with containment and control.
TW:

Yeah, the waste water testing, I think we were the fourth institution in the world that was actually
doing it.

RC:

Yeah.

TW:

So we and Dr. Roper, it’s just an incredible operation. And the fact that we then, based on the
data they were collecting, able to mobile-y [sic] move these testing to where the students were in
this case in the housing was incredible, incredible.

RC:

You know, I mentioned earlier being a news junkie. At one point I heard that they were doing
this, and I heard this through some of my work and the different contacts that I have in the
university. I was fascinated by this technology that they could monitor waste water and be able to
understand this, and it seemed like the university was very early in adopting this practice and
really leveraging it to help. It seemed later I heard that that expanded to waste water systems here
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in Cache Valley and then the state, and then at some point I heard it being used nationwide in
different locations. And so, for me, I was just proud to be an Aggie at that point because I think
we probably, you know, were pioneers in that, and I just am really grateful for the different ways
that the university thought outside the box to find solutions. They were trying to, number one,
help the students to stay on campus if they so desired, and two, just try to keep the virus under
control until we better understood it, until we had vaccines available. The university just found
creative ways to attack this.
[28:02]
TW:

So leading up to fall semester of 2020, you had mentioned some of the things that you and your
team did, but what other aspects of preparation did the Taggart Student Center perform before the
arrival of the students in August 2020?

RC:

So, in March, events just basically came to a standstill. Everything that we had anticipated
coming into graduation was just nothing, and that was hard. Some of our teams, especially those
event tech and event setup teams, that’s really what they ‒ the bulk of their work was related to
these student events, and so for them we were trying to find projects for them to continue working
as best as we can. We tried to share our staffing levels. And so, as we got to August, it seemed
like we were able to bring some back. We heard that those that were organizing events, they were
having to go through certain processes in order to get their events approved. We were trying to
stay informed of what those were. And as we started to have a few events, we did everything that
we could to support them. Leading up to that we, again, were just trying to keep the building
clean and sanitized. We were installing hand sanitizer stations. One of the things for me
particularly was, with so many people coming through the building, how do you keep enough
hand sanitizers functional? And so that was one of the things I was trying to figure out. And we
couldn’t get hand sanitizer stations. They just simply were not available. The university was able
to track down these gallon jugs of hand sanitizer, but they really didn’t have a hand pump that
worked well with it.

[30:01]
And so we got those jugs, and then we tried to figure out “What do we do here in the building?
How do we get those to be functional?” And so I found myself on Amazon trying to find,
number one, a stand to put those jugs into so that we could put that hand sanitizer station
basically anywhere. Two, I was trying to find a hand pump that actually worked with the jug, and
what I finally did, again through Amazon ‒ And thank goodness to Amazon. They saved our
boats quite a bit. But anyways, the problem with the hand pumps was you pressed down on it and
you would get like a quarter cup of hand sanitizer. And one, that’s wasteful, but two, it’s also
messy, and so I was having to do my best to kind of MacGyver the situation and found that if I
put a little pipe clamp and tighten it up at a certain point on that, as you press down it would stop,
and so you would only get a quarter teaspoon of hand sanitizer. And so we were able to resolve
that, and that was yet another example of different things that individuals, departments, the
university as a whole was doing to try to find solutions. And we ended up setting up about 10 of
those hand sanitizer stations throughout the building. We had a handful of others, you know, the
Purell stations that everybody recognizes, and we were just waiting and hoping that we would get
more. And by the time we got to I want to say the summer of 2021, we had an overabundance of
stations. It seemed like we couldn’t find enough places for the stations to go. But that was the
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other thing is we were having to work on those hand sanitizer stations. We were working with
PDP to get the right signage for it.
[32:00]
And to their credit, PDP was amazing during this time. I requested all different sorts of signage,
everything from a 5” x 5” sign to place on a hand sanitizer station to a 24 x 36 posterboard, and
that was part of what the university required of us. They would give us the graphics digitally, but
then we needed to go to PDP to print out what we needed, and so, you know, we found ourselves
going back to PDP multiple times, probably more than we normally would in the course of a
regular year to get different supplies, and they were always so good to work with.
Our goal was that once the students returned, and if they were in the building for any purpose,
that everywhere they looked they saw something that talked about washing your hands, covering
your face, having social distance or monitoring your symptoms. And we had a few compliments
from outside departments that, you know, expressed that they felt like we had done a pretty good
job, and for me that made me feel good because I didn’t know really what we were doing. We
were just scrambling to do what we could. But to be recognized in that way, that was nice.
TW:

When we interviewed Alan Anderson, he actually talked about the red-green placards I guess you
put on the tables for if the table had be used and it hadn’t been cleaned or if it was cleaned and it
was okay for the student or the consumer to sit at a particular table, and I know they hired a lot of
additional workers to sanitize and clean all of the tables and chairs after each use. Were there
other examples of that throughout the Taggart Student Center in that Fall and Spring of 2020‒
2021?

[34:00]
RC:

Yeah. Well, I’m glad you brought that up because that was really neat to see Alan and his team
come up with that solution. I thought that was really incredible. You know, we ended up putting
additional signage on the microwaves in The Hub that the students have access to. We found
containers of wipes that we put there as well. Prior to the COVID, we didn’t really have anything
on those microwaves, and we had paper towels next to it, but our goal was to try to help sanitize
those in between each use. You know, related to those eating areas, one thing that Alan and I
went through, the COVID Response Team and Risk Management, they asked us to put up
signage that made it very clear that specific areas were for consuming food, and this created a
little bit of confusion at first. It seemed like it was a no-brainer. It was common sense that, hey,
you’re walking into an area where people consume food, but what we were told is that we needed
to do that as part of the plan for the university because in areas where they could eat, you know,
they could have their masks off for certain periods of time, and so it was strange to approach like
The Marketplace and I had a sign printed which said, “This area is for consuming food.” It
seemed obvious. But, you know, in the lounges we have these nice leather or fake leather sofas
and couches. We found ourselves having to sanitize those. We would wipe them down from time
to time, but we were wiping them down almost daily. We had different sanitizing equipment,
electrostatic sprayers that we would use, you know, to spray them and wipe them down.

[35:59]
Even when we would have an event, we have upholstered chairs that we would use in the
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ballroom. Those would have to be sprayed down and wiped down between uses, tables as well.
These were extra steps for an event that we took that normally we wouldn’t do.
TW:

Speaking of events, during the 2020‒2021 academic year, did you have the same amount of
events as the previous year? Fewer? More?

RC:

Yeah. We started to see an increase. Of course, March 2020 it was just everything done. August
rolls around for the 2020‒2021 school year, and it still was quiet. And then we started to see a
pickup as the COVID Response Team and Risk Management started to look at some of the events
and how they were planned, and it seemed that throughout the course of that first semester, we
saw a gradual increase. And then as we got into the spring semester of 2021, things were looking
a lot better, and we still had different measures in place. We still had a lot of signage up in the
building. You know, of course we would watch the different spikes in the virus, and it would
impact, you know, an event. Sometimes we would just hear last minute, “Hey, we can’t have this
event. With the spike that we’ve had in the Valley recently and the numbers of people anticipated
at this event, it’s just not going to happen.”

TW:

So, was there any other memorable events that first full academic year that you’d like to mention?

[37:56]
RC:

I think just reiterating those first testing clinics and just how wonderful it was to see the different
people come together. It felt like there was a unity across the university that I had not experienced
before or seen before. And I know my experience here at the university is limited, but it was neat
to see that, how different people came together for a common cause.

TW:

And then as we entered the second year of the pandemic, at least the second academic year,
which is the present academic year, what other changes have you seen as the Director of the
Taggart Student Center that maybe were the same or different from the previous year?

RC:

I think in the second year is when we ‒ especially that summer of 2021 I felt an increased tension
about face coverings and then also about working from home. You know, here in our building
there’s a lot of different offices that they were able to work from home pretty easily and still be
able to do their work, but there were different offices and even members of my own team that
were frustrated by the fact that they felt there was almost an inequality, that how is it that
somebody could work from home and they can’t. And, you know, I spent a lot of time trying to
educate on that matter. You know, to me it seemed pretty clear. You can’t do custodial work
remotely from home, you know, and I felt bad for them. I mean, they were right on the front lines,
and they were having to deal with, you know, COVID and the unknown because we just didn’t
know a lot about what to expect but so grateful for them and the efforts they put forth and kept us
rolling.

[40:05]
You know, at a point, myself and my department staff assistant, we were working from home.
And getting back to probably the summer of 2020, we were doing a lot of work from home, and
that caused some internal strife in our department, honestly, but I was able to work through some
of that with members of our team. But they also were not just frustrated within our department
but just within the building itself. Sometimes they felt like they were cleaning spaces, office
spaces, that didn’t need to be cleaned, and so we had to work through some of that. You know,
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one of the ingenious ways that they discovered or they put into motion was they actually put a
piece of paper underneath a door, and if that piece of paper was still there the next day, they knew
that nobody had been into that office space, and so they would just leave the paper there, and
they’d skip that space and they’d go on, and it was a creative way to not necessarily go back and
do something that didn’t need to be done. And I was proud of them for that. I mean, I’d rather
them do that and dedicate their resources and energy to areas and projects that really needed to be
taken care of. But the face masks was also ‒ the face coverings was also a struggle throughout the
building, and at one point, you know, we were concerned as the administrators of the building. Is
this something that I should be policing? Like if somebody comes into the building and they’re
not wearing a mask, is it up to me to ask them to put on a face covering or to leave?
[41:58]
And I had to have conversations with, you know, my director and with Risk Management and the
COVID Response Team, and we came to the conclusion that, no, that really wasn’t my role. What
we tried to do was educate, and I would try to set an example, and I’d encourage my team to do
the same. And, you know, we went through different times where there was masks are required;
we went through masks are recommended. And, you know, Human Resources also educated us a
lot on what we could do and what we could say, how we could approach an employee if they
weren’t wearing a face covering, and that was helpful too. I think there was a lot of work done by
Human Resources to help us with some of these times that people were just under a lot of stress,
and sometimes it would come to the surface.
TW:

It’s like you’re looking at my questions because I was going to ask you about how your staff and
you dealt with the ongoing two years of the COVID pandemic and what was the mental health of
your staff, your student workers during this period of time.

RC:

I think we all could have benefitted from speaking to somebody. It was a difficult time. And, you
know, some of the things that we were doing or trying to do to build our team unity we just
couldn’t do anymore. I mean, when you try to do some sort of a birthday celebration or, you
know, just bringing in treats just for a casual Friday or something, we couldn’t do those things.
Even in our workspace, in some areas it’s a little bit smaller, and so we had to encourage people
to, you know, not spend a lot of time in our department offices.

[43:55]
Get out and, you know ‒ Come in when you absolutely need to, but be careful about coming into
this one tight space where normally we would see four or five full-time employees and 10, 15
hourly employees, you know, clocking in and meeting and talking, and we were asking them to
not do that anymore. I think everybody dealt with it differently. I saw some of my team that really
struggled, and I saw an increase in some of their sick leave just for their mental health. I saw
some that just blew up. I mean, honestly, prior to the pandemic, calm, collected, and then there
was a couple of experiences where they just had to unload, and you empathize with them because
we were all going through different levels of stress. We tried to encourage people, especially
those that were on the front lines, use your leave, get out on vacation, take those times. \
Even myself, it got to the point in August, I want to say it was August of ‘21, 2021, me and my
family ‒ I have three sons under the age of ‒ at that time under the age of 20, and we loaded up
and we went on a long road trip. And we knew that we would face a lot of challenges with
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COVID-19 and where we could go, but my wife and I and our three sons, we loaded up in a large
SUV. we traveled down to the Four Corners area, then down into New Mexico, down in the
Carlsbad Caverns, made our way over to the Grand Canyon. It took about a week, and that was
one of the best things that we did during that time to be able to deal with our stress or the mental
strain of COVID-19.
[45:59]
And when I got back, one of the first things I did was encourage all my team, just get away from
here. You know, even if you’re at home, just don’t think about COVID as much as you can. Just
try to escape. But everybody approaches it differently. I had one employee that seemed to kind of
just dig in, and they just worked harder, and that was how they stayed healthy. And he was able to
accomplish a lot of tasks, a lot of projects during that time when he didn’t necessarily have the
burden of, you know, people in their offices or custodial staff. I mean, he was able to do a lot of
maintenance-related projects.
TGRW: So, speaking to that, have you found that there have been many different kinds of successes that
you might not have necessarily seen prior to COVID where individual student workers or faculty
or staff took the time to kind of reflect on what they were doing and find new ways of doing
things?
RC:

You know, that’s one of the things that I was concerned about as we came to the end of some of
the COVID-19 measures, and I think that would have been about ‒ oh, I guess that would have
been getting into the fall of 2021 when we started to see, you know, less of a concern about face
coverings or less of a concern about social distancing. I personally was concerned that what have
we learned from this as a department, as individuals? In our excitement to free ourselves of these
“chains,” you know, what have we learned? And I still felt that in some ways we missed an
opportunity. I’ve seen different people working in the building that have ‒ they have made some
changes in their operations, and they have become more efficient.

[48:07]
Now we still have some offices in the building where individuals are working from home, but I
have found that ‒ For example, I participate in a lot of meetings, and COVID-19 introduced
Zoom meetings to us, and honestly, I felt like a lot of those Zoom meetings were more effective
than some of the meetings that I was attending in person prior to the pandemic. I can’t put a
finger on what it was exactly, but I just felt like Zoom meetings were more focused on an agenda.
I was disappointed at times, you know, when people would come into a Zoom meeting and they’d
turn off their screen and all you would see was their name. You know, you kind of wondered,
“Okay. How much are they really engaged in this meeting?” And that’s one thing that I did miss
from in-person meetings is you could kind of see from body language how much they’re engaged
in the meeting. But somehow those Zoom meetings, it made it easier for us to accomplish tasks
and to be on the same page. I found that more people actually were able to schedule meetings. I
don’t know how to explain that. I don’t know if it’s based on “Okay, I have to go to a meeting
over at Old Main, and so I’ve got to account for time to get over there,” but, you know, people
were able to schedule meetings, effective meetings, and get more done. You know, even working
from home, the university now has a work-from-home policy, and I do believe that there are some
departments here within this building that can be just as effective with their work at home as they
are here in the building, so I’m anxious to see what the university does long-term.
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[50:00]
Are we going to see a reduction in the need for space? Are we going to be able to, you know, put
dollars where it’s really needed to take care of our buildings and to take care of the higherpriority needs? And then at the same time, for those employees that are able to work from home, I
think that for some of them that actually helps them to be more productive as well. I can’t explain
that either. I’d be curious to read more about it, but it seems some individuals are able to be more
productive, and maybe that’s because they’re able to address some of their personal needs that
kind of hang over their head throughout the workday, but they can step away for a few minutes
and take care of their dog or help their child with a question. You know, rather than worrying
about that all day long, they’re able to address it real quick, get back to work.
For me, when I was doing that at home, it was nice, but I also found that my workday kind of
shifted from being 8:00 to 5:00 to more like 7:00 to 7:00 p.m. I found myself, you know, more
engaged in e-mails, even getting into meetings, you know, after 5:00 p.m., and that created for me
a challenge in separating my personal and work life. And so, when I was able to come back to
work here, for me it was great to get back because I was able to separate my personal and work
life a little bit easier. Now, that being said, you know, I’m not exempt, and so ‒ Well, by exempt
‒ I can’t remember. Anyways, I’m salary, so I’m not supposed to be on the clock 24/7 anyways,
but it just seemed during that time that I was working from home I was doing more work at home
and after hours.
TGRW: And speaking more broadly, have there been any other, you know, lessons learned, successes or
failures, that you’ve seen come from the pandemic?
[52:09]
RC:

With Event Services, this department that the university has established to help coordinate and
plan meetings and events, I’ve watched them during the pandemic that they were trying to
improve and approach events differently, and I believe that they have become more effective in
helping coordinate events not only here at the university, but one of the things that they were
starting to do during the peak of the pandemic was what they called virtual events, and they were
through systems like Zoom, and these were large-scale events. Event Services, their office is here
in our building, and so ‒ and I have a dotted-line relationships with a couple of their teams, and
so to see Event Services really refine their approach to events and improve, that was neat to see.
Still opportunities for them. They are growing in leaps and bounds, and they still have their
challenges, but I think the pandemic provided them a very unique opportunity to pause from what
they were normally doing, reevaluate how they approach everything and then get moving, you
know, whereas other departments, say the Registrar’s Office or Admissions, they still have the
same tasks that they were trying to complete. Event Services, they didn’t have any events, so they
couldn’t coordinate, they couldn’t do anything, so they had this opportunity to basically step back
and look at themselves and say, “Okay, what can we do better?” And we’re seeing the fruits of
that now with the events that they’re holding this semester. I think some of their events have been
better coordinated, and I think they’re providing a better product for university departments.

[54:08]
TW:

Is there anything else you’d like to add about your experiences with the COVID pandemic?
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RC:

Just for me there was just a lot of personal growth. I look at my work and I look at my life
differently now. You know, I do have some other health risks, and so, of course, when they were
talking with those who were at risk for, you know, COVID-19 and serious complications, that
shook me. You know, I look at my life a little bit differently. I look at my physical health a little
bit differently. And I still have things to do and learn, but it’s interesting to see how something
like this impacts individuals, organizations, families. It has been quite the experience, and I do
hope that there’s a lot of learning.
I mentioned before that I’m a news junkie. My other thing that I love is history, and family
history specifically, and so I spent some time going back to the 1918 pandemic and trying to see
what some of my ancestors went through and trying to find parallels, and it’s just been really,
really eye-opening to see. And what’s that old adage with history? You know, if we don’t
understand the past, we’re doomed to repeat it. And at this stage of any life, I’m in my 40s, you
know, there still is a chance that we could face another massive pandemic. And, you know, 20
years ago I wouldn’t have thought that, but today I do. And how are we going to approach that?
And are we going to be prepared individually and as a society?

[56:03]
I guess the other thing that I would say is, you know, my job has changed so much, and I think a
lot of that was related to the pandemic. I have learned to be able to deal with change better than I
was five years ago, and that’s one of my hopes for all is that they can be able to manage change
or, you know, accept change better than they did prior to the pandemic, because the pandemic
threw a lot of changes at us, some on an hourly basis, and we were just scrambling. And I found
the more I resisted those changes the worse my mental health was. The more I embraced them as
opportunities to learn and grow, the better that I was able to do mentally and emotionally.
TW:

Mr. Cheatham, I’d like to thank you for your time this afternoon discussing your experiences
during the COVID pandemic at USU.

RC:

Thank you. It’s been good. It’s actually been nice to kind of review some of those thoughts and
some of those experiences that I haven’t thought of for months.

[End recording – 57:18]
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